
The Right (Or Duty) Of Revolution

John Locke

149. Though in a Constituted Commonwealth, standing upon its own Basis, and acting according to its 
own Nature, that is, acting for the preservation of the Community, there can be but one Supream Power, 
which is the Legislative, to which all the rest are and must be subordinate, yet the Legislative being 
only a Fiduciary Power to act for certain ends, there remains still in the People a Supream Power 
to remove or alter the Legislative, when they find the Legislative act contrary to the trust reposed 
in them. For all Power given with trust for the attaining an end, being limited by that end, 
whenever that end is manifestly neglected, or opposed, the trust must necessarily be forfeited, 
and the Power devolve into the hands of those that gave it, who may place it anew where they shall 
think best for their safety and security. And thus the Community perpetually retains a Supream 
Power of saving themselves from the attempts and designs of any Body, even of their Legislators, 
whenever they shall be so foolish, or so wicked, as to lay and carry on designs against the 
Liberties and Properties of the Subject. For no Man, or Society of Men, having a Power to deliver up 
their Preservation, or consequently the means of it, to the Absolute Will and arbitrary Dominion of 
another; whenever any one shall go about to bring them into such a Slavish Condition, they will always 
have a right to preserve what they have not a Power to part with; and to rid themselves of those who 
invade this Fundamental, Sacred, and unalterable Law of Self-Preservation, for which they enter’d into 
Society. And thus the Community may be said in this respect to be always the Supream Power, but not 
as considered under any Form of Government, because this Power of the People can never take place 
till the Government be dissolved. …

229. The end of Government is the good of Mankind, and which is best for Mankind, that the People 
should be always expos’d to the boundless will of Tyranny, or that the Rulers should be sometimes 
liable to be oppos’d, when they grow exorbitant in the use of their Power, and imploy it for the 
destruction, and not the preservation of the Properties of their People? …

240. Here, ’tis like, the common Question will be made, Who shall be Judge whether the Prince 
or Legislative act contrary to their Trust? This, perhaps, ill affected and factious Men may spread 
amongst the People, when the Prince only makes use of his due Prerogative. To this I reply, The 
People shall be Judge; for who shall be Judge whether his Trustee or Deputy acts well, and 
according to the Trust reposed in him, but he who deputes him, and must, by having deputed him 
have still a Power to discard him, when he fails in his Trust? If this be reasonable in particular 
Cases of private Men, why should it be otherwise in that of the greatest moment; where the Welfare of 
Millions is concerned, and also where the evil, if not prevented, is greater, and the Redress very 
difficult, dear, and dangerous?

241. But farther, this Question, (Who shall be Judge?) cannot mean, that there is no Judge at all. 
For where there is no Judicature on Earth, to decide Controversies, amongst Men, God in 
Heaven is Judge: He alone, ’tis true, is Judge of the Right. But every Man is Judge for himself, as 
in all other Cases, so in this, whether another hath put himself into a State of War with him, and 
whether he should appeal to the Supreme Judge, as Jephtha did.

243. To conclude, The Power that every individual gave the Society, when he entered into it, can never 
revert to the Individuals again, as long as the Society lasts, but will always remain in the Community; 
because without this, there can be no Community, no Common-wealth, which is contrary to the original 
Agreement: So also when the Society hath placed the Legislative in any Assembly of Men, to continue 
in them and their Successors, with Direction and Authority for providing such Successors, the 



Legislative can never revert to the People whilst that Government lasts: Because having provided a 
Legislative with Power to continue for ever, they have given up their Political Power to the Legislative, 
and cannot resume it. But if they have set Limits to the Duration of their Legislative, and made this 
Supreme Power in any Person, or Assembly, only temporary: Or else when by the Miscarriages of those 
in Authority, it is forfeited; upon the Forfeiture of their Rulers, or at the Determination of the Time set, 
it reverts to the Society, and the People have a Right to act as Supreme, and continue the Legislative in 
themselves, or erect a new Form, or under the old form place it in new hands, as they think good.1

Thomas Jefferson

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their 
Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of 
Happiness.--That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just 
powers from the consent of the governed, --That whenever any Form of Government becomes 
destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new 
Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to 
them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that 
Governments long established should not be changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly all 
experience hath shewn, that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to 
right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But when a long train of 
abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same Object evinces a design to reduce them 
under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such Government, and to 
provide new Guards for their future security.2

Tyranny Of the Majority

Noam Chomsky

The founders of the American republic ... determined that “power must be in the hands of the wealth of 
the nation, the more responsible set of men. Those who have sympathy for property owners and their 
rights”, and of course for slave owners at the time. In general, men who understand that a fundamental 
task of government is “to protect the minority of the opulent from the majority”. Those are quotes from 
James Madison, the main framer …

And in fact the constitutional system was created on that basis. I don’t have time to go through it, but it 
basically adhered to the principle which was enunciated simply by John Jay, the president of the 
Continental Congress, then first Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, and as he put it, “those who own 
the country ought to govern it”.

James Madison

The man who is possessed of wealth, who lolls on his sofa, or rolls in his carriage, cannot judge of the 
wants or feelings of the day laborer. The government we mean to erect is intended to last for ages. The 
landed interest, at present, is prevalent; but in process of time, when we approximate to the states and 
kingdoms of Europe; when the number of landholders shall be comparatively small, through the 
various means of trade and manufactures, will not the landed interest be overbalanced in future 
elections, and unless wisely provided against, what will become of your government? In England, at 
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this day, if elections were open to all classes of people, the property of the landed proprietors 
would be insecure. An agrarian law would soon take place. If these observations be just, our 
government ought to secure the permanent interests of the country against innovation. Landholders 
ought to have a share in the government, to support these invaluable interests, and to balance 
and check the other. They ought to be so constituted as to protect the minority of the opulent against 
the majority. The senate, therefore, ought to be this body; and to answer these purposes, they ought to 
have permanency and stability. Various have been the propositions; but my opinion is, the longer they 
continue in office, the better will these views be answered.3

The right of suffrage is a fundamental Article in Republican Constitutions. The regulation of it is, at the 
same time, a task of peculiar delicacy. Allow the right exclusively to property, and the rights of 
persons may be oppressed. The feudal polity alone sufficiently proves it. Extend it equally to all, 
and the rights of property or the claims of justice may be overruled by a majority without 
property, or interested in measures of injustice. Of this abundant proof is afforded by other popular 
Govts. and is not without examples in our own, particularly in the laws impairing the obligation of 
contracts.

In civilized communities, property as well as personal rights is an essential object of the laws, which 
encourage industry by securing the enjoyment of its fruits: that industry from which property results, & 
that enjoyment which consists not merely in its immediate use, but in its posthumous destination to 
objects of choice and of kindred affection.

In a just & a free, Government, therefore, the rights both of property & of persons ought to be 
effectually guarded. Will the former be so in case of a universal & equal suffrage? Will the latter 
be so in case of a suffrage confined to the holders of property?

As the holders of property have at stake all the other rights common to those without property, they 
may be the more restrained from infringing, as well as the less tempted to infringe the rights of the 
latter. It is nevertheless certain, that there are various ways in which the rich may oppress the 
poor; in which property may oppress liberty; and that the world is filled with examples. It is 
necessary that the poor should have a defence against the danger.

On the other hand, the danger to the holders of property can not be disguised, if they be 
undefended against a majority without property. Bodies of men are not less swayed by interest 
than individuals, and are less controlled by the dread of reproach and the other motives felt by 
individuals. Hence the liability of the rights of property, and of the impartiality of laws affecting 
it, to be violated by Legislative majorities having an interest real or supposed in the injustice: 
Hence agrarian laws, and other leveling schemes: Hence the cancelling or evading of debts, and 
other violations of contracts. We must not shut our eyes to the nature of man, nor to the light of 
experience. Who would rely on a fair decision from three individuals if two had an interest in the 
case opposed to the rights of the third? Make the number as great as you please, the impartiality will 
not be increased, nor any further security against injustice be obtained, than what may result from the 
greater difficulty of uniting the wills of a greater number.4

John Jay

It was a favorite maxim of Jay's that “those who own the country ought to govern it.”
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